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Abstract

This paper investigates how children can be engaged as active participants in neighborhood placemaking
through the use of a design charrette, an intensive, hands-on workshop in which designers and citizens colla-
borate to solve a community design problem. The charrette methodology has been reconceptualized through
the lens of new theoretical perspectives on children, social justice, and spatiality to encompass intergene-
rational, interskill, and inter-institutional participation. A formative evaluation of two design charrettes
provides lessons on the benefits of and barriers to bringing 4th-5th and 9th-12th graders into a partnership
with university students, design professionals, and community constituents. Benefits to younger participants
included indications of social and environmental awareness, evidence of environmental competence, and
opportunities to influence public decision-making. Barriers included the difficulties all parties experienced
in taking new social roles, realizing new learning modes (including the design process), and overcoming
institutional hierarchies. A six-level scaffold of interdependent adult and institutional support is proposed

to facilitate children’s neighborhood placemaking.

When we enter human life, it is as if we walk on
stage into a play whose enactment is already in pro-
gress—a play whose somewhat open plot deter-
mines what parts we may play and toward what
denouements we may be heading. Others on stage
already have a sense of what the play is about, en-
ough of a sense to make negotiation with a newco-
mer possible (Bruner, 1990, p. 34).

While residential environments are central to the
development of younger children, neighborhoods
take on increasing importance as children mature
and extrafamilial influences increase. It is within
neighborhoods that children first enter upon the
stage of public life, developing a narrative with
their peers and with adults outside their families
about how life should proceed. Ideally, the social
networks and physical spaces of neighborhoods help
children try out varied social roles; learn to engage
with cultures, lifestyles, and belief systems that are
unlike their own; and develop consistent patterns of
behavior by creating supportive interconnections
between families, schools, and community institu-
tions. Such neighborhoods can enhance children’s
communication skills, sense of self, and social com-
petence (Wohlwill & Heft, 1987, Garbarino, 1985),
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while helping them imagine alternative futures for
themselves (Sutton, 1996).

Neighborhoods can also be a source of inequality
that becomes more relevant as children mature
(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993). Because real estate value
is related to a location’s physical infrastructure, de-
teriorating neighborhoods are ones of last resort for
impoverished racial and ethnic minority families
with the fewest choices. Children growing up in
these neighborhoods are disadvantaged by inade-
quate housing, lack of safe open space, poor school-
ing, isolation from social networks, and a myriad of
other problems associated with poverty. Since chil-
dren are astute observers of their surroundings
(Lynch, 1979), it seems reasonable to believe that
their segregation in dilapidated surroundings can
intensify their disadvantaged cultural and socioeco-
nomic position, both substantively and symbolically.
At the same time, impoverished children are often
seen as culprits who contribute to the unsavoryness
of their communities through asocial behavior. As
children move into public life in these economically
disenfranchised neighborhoods, the roles of victim
and villain become increasingly potent identifiers
(Valentine, 1996).
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Clearly, children’s experiences in the mesoenvir-
onment of schools and neighborhoods reflect—and
reinforce—Ilarger societal realities. Children learn
who they are and can become through complex
transactions that have spatial and relational dimen-
sions. Positive sociospatial transactions are critical
to children’s maturation as engaged citizens, defined
as persons who can participate in civic dialogue
and take collective action on behalf of their commu-
nities (Lappé & DuBois, 1994; Schneekloth & Shib-
ley, 1995). Children do not magically attain such
capacities but rather need sustained opportunities
for practicing participative habits of mind. In this
article, we explore how children can assume roles
as competent, participating citizens within their
neighborhoods. In particular, we are interested in
the stage for civic activism that is created as chil-
dren and adults intentionally seek to transform their
neighborhoods. We refer to such intentional pro-
cesses as ‘placemaking, in lieu of the more fre-
quently used term ‘community planning and design,
because it best describes our interest in linking spa-
tial interventions with individual agency and insti-
tutional supports.

We propose a particular placemaking venue for
nurturing children’s participation, namely an inten-
sive hands-on workshop, called a design charrette, in
which designers and citizens collaborate to solve a
community design problem. We have reconceptua-
lized the charrette as a methodology for engaging
children in civic dialogue that also transforms so-
cial and institutional norms. We became intrigued
by this methodology because the stylized, goal-or-
iented rituals of the charrette create a business-is-
not-as-usual space, which encourages participants
to experiment with new roles and ways of thinking.

Our approach rests upon three assumptions about
children, social justice, and spatiality. First, we take
the position that children are autonomous social
agents, in contrast to the more typical view of them
as ‘adults-in-waiting’ (Wyness, 1999). The tendency to
see children as becoming rather than being rein-
forces a paternalistic view of children as vulnerable
and in need of adult protection (Simpson, 1997). It
focuses attention on achieving developmental out-
comes for the future, rather than on children’s capa-
city to contribute to the present (James et al., 1998).
Yet, ‘children are not simply cultural novices en-
route to adult level mastery of cultural knowledge.
They are producers of culture in their own right’
(Goodnow et al., 1995, p. 43). Our charrette metho-
dology posits that children are ‘citizens presently
capable of participating in community affairs’
(Simpson, 1997, p. 908). Since the charrettes in-

cluded 9-11- and 14-18-year-olds, we use the term
‘children’ to refer to ‘those who have not yet reached
full intellectual or social maturity’ (Simpson, 1997,
p. 908), a definition that recognizes the evolving nat-
ure of children’s capacities and the differing levels
of adult guidance needed for those capacities.

Second, our work posits that children’s participa-
tion is a central, if neglected, factor in social justice
(See e.g. Bojer, 2000). Although children are not
fully matured, they still have a right to influence de-
cisions that affect their lives (Hart, 1997; Simpson,
1997). Yet more often than not, children are invisible
in public life and social decision-making, regardless
of their socioeconomic status. They are segregated
into specialized spaces, excluded from or highly
regulated within adults’ domain; in both circum-
stances they lack opportunities to influence their
surroundings ‘which are frequently segregated by
race, class, age, and function’ (Sutton, 1996, p. 155).
These realities profoundly affect children’s access to
the freedoms of democratic society. When children
are excluded from public life, not only are they de-
nied their rights of citizenship in the present but
their marginality as civic actors during childhood
compromises their ability to acquire the self-percep-
tions and competencies of adult citizenship—a mar-
ginality that is greatly magnified for children who
are already distanced from the mainstream due to
poverty, race, or ethnicity.

The third aspect of our conceptual framework is
predicated upon a view of social justice that more
fully attends to spatiality as a factor in disempower-
ment and exclusion. Prevailing paradigms of social
justice frequently treat space as a background for
inequities rather than as a foreground in which dif-
ferent social groups have access to vastly unequal
locations (Matthews & Limb, 1999) and to the social
capital associated with those locations (Stanton-
Salazar, 1997). Given the barriers to systemic
change, it is not surprising that interventions into
the outcomes of place-based inequities often focus
on changing individuals and families rather than
on a restructuring of the landscape (Wiley & Rappa-
port, 2000).

The links between spatiality and social justice are
particularly weak with regard to children. Despite
the relevance of the physical environment in chil-
dren’s lives, a gap exists in our understanding of
how neighborhoods help shape the roles children
adopt as they move into adulthood. Little attention
has been paid to children’s perceptions of their
neighborhoods (Burton & Price-Spratlen, 1999) or
to their changing developmental needs as spatial
actors, further marginalizing youth in places that
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reflect the worldview not only of adults (Hart, 1992)
but of the most privileged adults (Matthews &
Limb, 1999). The gap in knowledge about how chil-
dren experience place-based inequities is greatest
for impoverished racial and ethnic minority youth
because even less attention has been paid to the
particular challenges of growing up within a racia-
lized society (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Children’s ex-
periences in place and as place makers are thus
vital components of social justice. When theorized
through the lens of social justice, the charrette of-
fers a methodology for bringing children and adults
together to imagine landscapes that enhance social
and ecological relationships.

In the literature review that follows, we provide
theoretical justification for children’s participation
in placemaking and explore developmentally and
contextually appropriate placemaking practices. In
the body of the paper, we present evaluative data
from two intergenerational design charrettes, con-
ducted in different communities over a two-year per-
iod. We conclude with a discussion of the lessons
learned from the charrettes and offer a model for
future theory and practice.

Theorizing children’s participation in
neighborhood placemaking

The benefits of children’s placemaking

Engaging children and youth in experiential learn-
ing enhances their sense of community, place, and
belonging, as well as enhancing their lives. They
learn that they have something to contribute and
that they have the opportunity to participate in
making a qualitative difference in shaping the
places where they live (Mullahey et al., 1999, p. 6.).

The physical environment serves as a dynamic
context for human life, shaping behavior and affect-
ing our thoughts, feelings, social interactions, physi-
cal well-being, and sense of self (Hutchison, 1999).
Places provide shelter, but they also afford an invi-
sible glue for human experience (Rivlin, 1982). The
meanings they have, and our attachment to them,
derive from our relationship to those places through
personal, group, and cultural processes (Rivlin,
1982). Participation in constructing one’s surround-
ings heightens the meaning places have by giving
people a sense of control and by enhancing their
awareness of environmental issues (Sanoff, 2000).
‘The making of places...not only changes and main-
tains the physical world of living; it also is a way we
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make our communities and connect with other peo-
ple’ (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995).

Placemaking has benefits for children, especially
those who are alienated from their surroundings or
from mainstream channels of achievement. As part
of a school curriculum, placemaking can help stu-
dents develop creative thinking (Davis et al., 1997;
Taylor, 1989); the ability to make aesthetic judge-
ments (Adams & Chisholm, 1999); critical awareness
of social inequities (Sutton, 1992); communication
and interpersonal skills (Sutton, 1989); and the abil-
ity to plan and bring about change (Mullahey et al.,
1999). Although empirical evidence to link such ac-
tivities to improved academic performance is lack-
ing, abundant anecdotal evidence suggests that
children who are involved in participatory practices
experience empowerment and reduced alienation
(Sanoff, 2000) when they work within developmen-
tally appropriate structures that promote a sense
of group membership and accountability (Heath,
1991). In studies of adults, a robust body of evidence
indicates that opportunities for control, participa-
tion, and self-determination are linked to enhanced
well-being and quality of life (Ryan & Deci, 2000;
Thompson & Spacapan, 1991); conversely disempo-
werment and lack of control are linked to decreased
mental health and well-being (Moane, 1999).
Although similar studies of children are sparse,
those that do exist point to similar outcomes (Pril-
leltensky et al., 2001; Rutter, 1987).

Placemaking also heightens children’s mastery
over their environment, acting as a counterbalance
to the increased adult monitoring of their behavior
that results as children spend more time at school
and staff become more accountable for maintaining
their safety. Outside school, the lack of pedestrian
amenities and parental responses to dangers on
the street are also supplanting children’s self-direc-
ted activities with adult-designed activities occur-
ring in adult-designed institutions. Since ‘children
have a very strong affective sense of their everyday
world, which is often in sharp contrast to that
shared by adults’ (Matthews & Limb, 1999, p. 77),
they are doubly marginalized by the loss of freedom
to explore their neighborhoods. Structured place-
making activities can provide a vital substitute for
the natural processes through which children have
developed environmental competence since the be-
ginning of time.

Finally, placemaking can help children develop a
sense of caring for the planet and its ecosystems.
‘Children of the 1990s have entered the world at a
point in history when many nations are radically
reassessing their use of natural resources and the
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role of citizens in managing the environment’ (Hart,
1997, p. 3). Planning and designing the environment
is an ideal domain in which to develop children’s ac-
tivism as the physical world seems easier to under-
stand than many social problems (Hart, 1997). Since
socioeconomically disadvantaged children are more
likely to be exposed to environmental degradation,
they also have the most to gain from learning sus-
tainable placemaking practices.

Developmentally and contextually appropriate
placemaking practices

Because spatial range and perceptions of safety
vary with age, gender, social class, and geographic
locale (Burton & Price-Spratlen, 1999; Matthews &
Limb, 1999), children’s perceptions of, and experi-
ences in, their neighborhood vary. For this reason,
placemaking activities should begin with strategies
that document participants’ perceptions of their
neighborhood and their behavior patterns within
it. Ethnographic research tools that are especially
useful include cognitive maps (Halseth & Dod-
dridge, 2000), neighborhood walks (Bryant, 1985),
and analyses of aerial and at-grade photographs.
Children’s capacities to influence their surround-
ings also modulate over time. Developmental the-
ories suggest ‘two periods of identity development
that are relevant to children’s community participa-
tion: childhood and adolescence’ (Hart, 1997, p. 28),
each requiring a different level of adult support.
However, young people’s capacities may exceed adult
expectations (Matthews, 1992), especially since par-
ticipation can in itself extend competence. ‘What
children can handle at a certain moment in their
development is not a constant factor, but is partly
the result of the space for learning and experiencing
offered to them....By involving children from a very
early age in the organization of the world in which
they live, their repertoire of behavioral capabilities
grows (De Winter, 1997, p. 163, cited in Roche, 1999,
p. 488; see also Hart et al., 1997). Participation and
involvement are thus critical to children’s continued
growth in competence (Rogoff et al., 1996).
Children’s relationships with their adult colla-
borators vary with their interests, capacities, and
the nature of the project. Using a conceptual ladder
of participation developed by Arnstein (1969) during
the height of the 1960s struggle for local control,
Hart (1997) characterizes acceptable ways to involve
children. At higher levels of participation, children
initiate and direct projects, but even at minimum
levels when projects are adult-initiated, children
must be informed and feel a sense of ownership.

Hart proposes that it is not always necessary to
seek the highest levels of participation; rather
adults should ‘establish the conditions that enable
groups of children to work at whatever levels they
may choose’ (p. 41).

A theory-based approach to children’s neighborhood
placemaking

The literature suggests that children’s neighborhood
placemaking activities can enhance social and cog-
nitive skills, while increasing participants’ sense of
connection to other people and to nature. By
learning to influence their surroundings, children
can develop greater environmental competence
and—through activities that promote a sense of
control—they may experience enhanced well-being
and quality of life. While placemaking can benefit
all children, those who are alienated from the re-
wards of mainstream society stand to gain the most
by having ‘a chance to struggle for a new situation
that holds a large promise, while earning along the
way the approval of ones parents, neighbors,
friends, and, not least, oneself’ (Coles, 1986, p. 35).
To be effective, placemaking activities should be re-
sponsive to children’s age, gender, social class, and
geographic locale. Crucial to our approach, they
should create scaffolds that encourage children to
expand their competence—a principle that guides
our rethinking of the traditional design charrette.

Charrettes as a methodology for children’s
neighborhood placemaking

The term charrette (meaning ‘cart’ in French) was
first used in the 1800s to describe a unique learning
experience for French children, who rode to school
aboard horse-drawn carts. The children worked to-
gether enroute to solve their most difficult home-
work problems, and—since the assignment was
due that morning—they worked collaborative and
efficiently to produce a successful outcome. Later
the term was adopted by architecture students at
L Ecole des Beaux Arts who completed large, intri-
cate drawings enroute to their final reviews. ‘Often,
the students would be drawing while the carts were
moving, giving the word the meaning of a last-min-
ute burst of activity to meet the deadline’ (Sanoff,
2000, p. 48).

Whether these stories are true or not, charrettes
have continued within the planning and design pro-
fessions to stimulate creative thinking by directing
attention toward a single 1issue within a
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foreshortened time frame. The most successful
charrettes bring factions of a community together
to focus mental energy, heighten awareness, and
develop consensus on a difficult, timely problem
(Sanoff, 2000).

Design charrettes at the University of Washington

What I learned is that you can make a place better
if you ask children for help! (Fifth grader.)

Two intergenerational charrettes were held dur-
ing successive years at the University of Washing-
ton’s College of Architecture and Urban Planning.
The charrette methodology was designed by an in-
terdisciplinary group of faculty in the college’s Cen-
ter for Environment, Education, and Design Studies
(CEEDS). As part of our ongoing investigations of
the relationship between environment and educa-
tion, CEEDS faculty was interested in the charrette
as a venue for connecting classroom learning to
their community-based research and practice with
children. Accordingly, we set out to develop a meth-
odology that would incorporate schools as commu-
nity partners, engaged in colearning with their
university counterparts. We theorized that, unlike
normal university coursework, charrettes can tem-
porarily create a ‘space apart’ in which conventions
are set aside and students actively create new social
and spatial possibilities. By working with profes-
sionals, as well as with children and members of
the community, university students would not only
gain insights into new professional roles, but they
would also serve as a scaffold between children
and the adult world of placemaking. Even as parti-
cipants’ real-time relationships with one another be-
came more egalitarian, the charrette assignment
would engage them in imagining physical settings
that exemplify the values of sociocultural inclusiv-
ity and ecological harmony.

CEEDS faculty identified as its audience schools
that were planning, or constructing, new buildings.
Not only does the construction process create an
unusual moment for organizational change, it gener-
ates a budget for a public art installation. We hoped
that the charrette would be a first step toward un-
dertaking an installation in the following year that
children and university students would collabora-
tively design and build. To create a robust founda-
tion for this and other implementation projects, we
developed an educational strategy that included
preparatory work by children and university stu-
dents. In the schools, university teaching assistants
would equip children with design skills and engage
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them in documenting their perceptions of their sur-
roundings and in designing ideal places. In the uni-
versity, graduate students would organize
community constituents and develop a tool that
would help these nondesigners make design deci-
sions during the charrette. This preparatory work
would increase children and community partici-
pants’ capacities, while producing a scope of work
for the charrette.

For the charrette itself, CEEDS faculty recruited
students from the planning and design disciplines
and also from nondesign disciplines, especially edu-
cation, forest resources, and social work. We also in-
cluded children as participants and dedicated one
evening session to adult participation. The charrette
would conclude with a public presentation opportu-
nities for community constituents (including chil-
dren), to provide their reactions to the presen-
tation. Our overarching aim would be to create a
learning environment in which novices and experts
alike could contribute.

Understanding what charrettes are like

Both charrettes took place in a large interior at-
rium that serves as the college’s circulation hub.
Although many designers draw digitally nowadays,
not even the faculty whose expertise is in digital re-
presentation have figured out how to reinvent the
charrette’s communal problem solving using compu-
ters. So all the drawings are done by hand. Design
teams gather around drafting tables that are car-
ried in from a nearby building or sit on rented fold-
ing chairs poring over large maps laid out on rented
picnic tables. Giant easels are used to create an ‘of-
fice’ for each team, but there is little privacy as
many passersby are observing the action, some even
joining in. The atmosphere is one of perpetual mo-
tion and the pressure to finish on time, with peri-
odic photographic documentation of activities adding
another element of drama. Despite the open setting,
the milieu is such that tools, books, radios, and other
equipment can be left unguarded, intermixed with
reams of used tracing paper and coffee cups.

The charrettes begin with an orientation for team
leaders on Sunday evening that covers a range of is-
sues from the nature of leadership to the site, scope
of work, and participation requirements. On Mon-
day afternoon, students join the team leaders for a
continuation of the orientation, including a site tour
led by community constituents. The orientation ends
with a pre-evaluation in which team leaders and
students establish individual learning goals for the
charrette. Participants continue into the evening,
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tackling their first task: problem definition. The
next morning, a microphone is set up and chairs
are rearranged so children can present their work.
After a question-and-answer session, the children
join the design teams to discuss the project. Work
continues in the afternoon after the children leave
and before adult community members arrive in the
evening. By the end of this first day and a half, the
university students have defined the problem and
created a work plan. The third day is devoted to
concept generation, the fourth day being devoted to
production and photographing drawings for a slide
presentation.

Preparation for the presentation occurs Friday
morning, ending with post-evaluation sessions for uni-
versity students and team leaders. Afterwards, they
load large boards filed with 100 or so renderings
(some exquisite, some rudimentary) and equipment
for making the presentation into vans and head for
the community site. After presenting their work and
discussing it with community constituents, the design
teams return to clean up and break down their tem-
porary offices. A Saturday morning visit from the ren-
tal company removes the last traces of the charrette.
However, the student leaders for each team continue
working, scanning the drawings, writing text, and
producing digital and hard-copy documentation of
the event. Four months after the charrette, the client
receives the documentation and, if all goes well, devel-
ops an implementation plan. From client identification
to planning and follow up, this week-long activity ex-
tends over the entire year.

The case-study charrettes

Charrette 1 focused on three elementary school sites
and their surrounding suburban neighborhoods;
Charrette 2 focused on an urban village, including
a commercial area, a high school and a public park
that doubles as the high schools play field. Approxi-
mately half the children attending all four schools
were ethnic and racial minorities; over half quali-
fied for free lunch. However the Charrette 2 neigh-
borhood was more affluent and the client, an
organization that coordinated neighborhood plan-
ning, was dominated by business interests. Charr-
ette 1 cost $73,600, with $1100 being contributed by
the client and $72,500 being contributed by the uni-
versity; Charrette 2 cost $65,000, with $13,000 being
contributed by the client and $52,000 being contrib-
uted by the university.

Five 4th- and 5th-grade classes, or 109 children,
from three elementary schools participated in
Charrette 1, along with 60 university students and

eight team leaders. Although only one teacher made
an effort to extend the charrette into the curricu-
lum, preparatory activities were conducted by a
CEEDS faculty member and two university teaching
assistants during regular class periods over a ten-
week period. Most of the children’s design exposure
occurred in these school-based activities, their par-
ticipation in the charrette being only to present
their work and see the final results. Conversely, just
fifteen 9th to 12th graders participated in Charrette
2, along with 55 university students, six team lea-
ders, and four architects who volunteered to mentor
the adolescents. Preparatory activities for the high
school students, recruited because they excelled in
art, included one workshop at the university and
eight at the high school, offered by graduate stu-
dents as pull-out sessions over a four-week period.
During the charrette, the adolescents also had their
own team of architects and university students to
help them create proposals.

A formative educational evaluation of the
charrettes

This section draws on data from a formative evalua-
tion to compare the differing perceptions of the
charrettes among children and teachers, university
students and team leaders, and community clients,
as documented in written open-ended question-
naires. Quotes from all participants are presented
verbatim, with the spelling, punctuation, and other
marks appearing exactly as they were in their
responses

Child/teacher reactions to charrette 1

Ten weeks after the charrette, the university team
that had conducted the classroom sessions adminis-
tered a questionnaire to 21 fourth graders and 76
fifth graders, which asked: What did you learn dur-
ing the charrette? How can the charrette ideas
come true? How should the charrette be next year?
In the same class period, their teachers completed a
similar questionnaire, which asked: what did your
students learn during the charrette classroom activ-
ities? What did your students learn during the field-
trip to the university? How should the charrette be
next year?

Five categories emerged from the children and
teacher’s responses to the questions about what
was learned: Ecological awareness (learned about
nature, its importance, how to protect it), design
awareness (learned about neighborhoods, their
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structure, children’s role as placemakers), career
awareness (learned about what designers do, what
goes on at the university, basic skills (learned about
core curriculum subjects), and no benefits (didn’t
learn anything). The children’s responses to the im-
plementation question were grouped in four cate-
gories that denote who should take responsibility
for the next steps: Self/peers, self|peers + family/com-
munity, family/community, and global. The children
and teacher’s responses to the question relating to
future charrettes were grouped in three categories:
keep the charrette like it is, change the charrette, im-
prove the design.

A reference to one of the categories was consid-
ered to be a response, no matter what its length.
For example, if one paragraph had several sentences
referring to one category, that was counted as one
response; if a single sentence or paragraph covered
more than one category, each reference was counted
as a response. Percentages were calculated based on
the total responses to a question. While the children
may have been limited by having to write their re-
sponses, writing about design had been an integral
part of the curriculum. Thus the evaluation method
was in keeping with what the children had been
doing throughout the charrette.

The data suggest that children were more en-
gaged than teachers by the content of the Charrette
1 curriculum. When asked what they learned, the
children’s responses fell largely into its three pri-
mary components, including ecological awareness
(32%), design awareness (63%), and career exposure
(13%), with 2% saying they did not learn anything.
Despite literacy limitations, many responses were
quite detailed as the following quotes indicate:

I learned about the outdoor space by looking at
trees, and how pretty they look to people. The sight
makes you feel relaxed. I learned that nature is very
important, and sometimes looking at it makes you
feel relaxed (fourth grader).

I learned how to make drawings. Also learned that
how a big space can help you like. It can help you
like by you can do plants. And I learned about the
town. Also they gave us lots of benitfit. I learned
about the landmak about different drawings. I
learned about different ideas about nature and
wheelchair people (fifth grader).

I learn how architects do the maps to present what
they'’re building (fifth grader).

In comparison, the teachers made no mention of
ecological awareness, were much the same as the
children in design awareness (568%), and were lower
than the children in career exposure (8%). Almost
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one third of teacher responses (31%) focused on ba-
sic skills. Except for one teacher, their responses
were notably less specific than the children’s in all
areas as the following quotes show (See Table 1 for
a comparison of the children and teacher’s assess-
ment of educational benefits):

The students enjoy the art/architectural aspect.

The campus tour inspired many of them in regards
to higher education.

These skills were useful for some of the WASL [state
test] math questions.

Teachers were also more negative than the chil-
dren in their assessment of what future charrettes
should be like. Somewhat more children than tea-
chers thought the charrette should stay the same
(33 and 27% respectively), but children were much
less likely to say they would change it (41 and 73%
respectively). All the teachers in this category were
critical of the activity (‘Teachers and charrette
planners need paid time to collaborate on this cur-
riculum. This cannot be an ‘add on”). Some of the
children’s proposed changes, however, reflected a
desire for increased exposure (‘I would add more ac-
tivtys like we also make are own little charrettes’).
Notably, 17% of children focused on changing their
designs, not the charrette (‘I would improve by put-
ting more parks with trees with trees, flowers, and
more outdoors thing animals’). Most interesting,
some of their suggestions were for re-creating the
atrium as a traditional educational space (‘I would
make a room with a stage and chairs like a eduto-
nium because the room was kind of squshed’ or ‘We
should have some of others backboards too’). See
Table 2 for a comparison of suggestions for future
charrettes.

TaBLE 1
Comparison of children and teacher’s assessment of educa-
tional benefits

Children n=96

Teachers n=5

Educational benefits Resp % Resp %
Ecological awareness 42 32 0 0
Design awareness 70 53 7 58
Career awareness 17 13 1 8
Basic skills 0 0 4 31
No benefits 3 2 0 0
Total responses 132 100 12 100

Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of the

total responses.
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TABLE 2
Comparison of children and teachers suggestions for future
charrettes
Children n=96 Teachers n=5
Suggestions Resp % Resp %
Keep the charrette like it is 47 33 3 27
Change the charrette 59 42 8 73
Improve the design 24 17 0 0
Total responses 142 100 11 100

S. E. Sutton and S. P. Kemp

TABLE 3
Children’s assignment of responsibility for implementation

Children n=97

Assignment of responsibility Resp %
Self/peers 13 13
Self/peers + family/community 51 49
Family/community 18 17
Global 22 21
Total responses 104 100

Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of the total re-
sponses.

Regrettably teachers were not asked how the
charrette 1deas might be implemented. However,
they were emphatic that younger students should
have been involved in lieu of their fifth grade stu-
dents.

I feel this would be a more beneficial program for
the students who will be enjoying the final product.
The fifth graders won't be able to use the new site as
frequently as the upcoming students. My class was
disappointed in this and therefore did not put as
much effort into the project.

One child specifically negates this notion (‘As we
move to 6th grade the younger kids will benefit from
what we did in our drawing’), and the other chil-
dren do not mention the issue. Instead, they provide
suggestions for implementing the charrette designs.
Thirteen percent place responsibility with them-
selves and their peers (‘I would ask 4 donashins,
raise money. I would help bild and take care of the
property’), 49% suggested expanding outwards to
include family and community (‘Have people vote
for outdoor space. Ask people if they want to help.
Ask people if they can donate money. I could make
the invitation’), 17% do not take personal responsi-
bility but look to family and community (‘Get some
money from the mayor or the reletives help us mak
the charette come true’), and only 21% assign global
responsibility (‘The drawer/architects will be able to
draw and send it to a construction buissness and.
The architects will get the money from the top com-
pany’). See Table 3 for the children’s assignment of
responsibility for implementing the charrette.

Impressed with the children’s feedback, CEEDS
faculty and the district superintendent secured
state funding so the next group of fifth graders
could help ‘mak the charette come true! Each tea-
cher was given paid preparation time and a budget
to guide children in developing a marketing plan,
but the teachers declined to participate, saying they
had not been consulted in advance. In a second at-
tempt at follow up, CEEDS faculty presented tea-

Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of the total re-
sponses.

chers with openended ideas for constructing an art
installation on the school grounds, offering many
examples of how other teachers had incorporated
such activities into the curriculum. No one elected
the project as a classroom activity, deciding instead
to involve children during recess.

Reactions to high school students’ participation
in charrette 2

Twenty-seven high school students attended a 2-
hour pre-charrette workshop at the university, in-
tended as a way of recruiting them for the charr-
ette, but only 15 subsequently elected to participate
in the preparatory workshops at the high school.
The participation of this group, mostly a clique of
girls, became increasing erratic as interest waned
or teachers refused to excuse them from regular
classes. Just seven students showed up to present
at the charrette. A teacher threatened to fail the
student who was to be the spokesperson if she
missed class, so another less involved student took
her place. Only one foreign exchange student and
the art teacher appeared for the design sessions
and the public presentation.

After the charrette, an undergraduate student in-
vestigated the lack of adolescent participation as an
independent study. Although she was unable to re-
convene the high school students, she conducted
open-ended interviews with the principal, art tea-
cher, and university teaching assistant. The princi-
pal ‘felt that the students were initially excited
about participating in the charrette, but interest
dwindled as the project progressed. He emphasized
the importance of the students being exposed to the
careers of architecture and landscape architecture,
and felt that this offered them an opportunity that
they would not normally have’ (Stordahl, 2001, p. 3).
The principal identified several impediments to the
project’s success, including transportation to the
university, the mismatch between the university’s
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schedule and the high schools, and evening activ-
ities that conflicted with students’ employment and
athletic obligations.

Those interviewed agreed on the value of the
charrette and expressed interest in an implementa-
tion project after the school construction is com-
plete. However, the principal noted that more
preparation time is needed to embed charrette ac-
tivities into a class curriculum or service require-
ment, that students need to receive grades for their
work (As the charrette activities were set up this
year, there were no consequences for not showing
up’), and that the ‘right kids’ need to be recruited.
‘When asked what could have been done to draw
the interest of at risk teens, [he] exclaimed, ‘That
would have been really tough, stressing that part
of the reason that they are at risk is because they
are frequently truant. The planning and execution
of work with this section of the student population
would have to be very deliberate” (Stordahl, 2001,
p. 6). In contrast, the art teacher said that using
his art class would have resulted in an ethnically
diverse group, adding that ‘it might have been good
for them to see students from the University of
Washington who were from diverse backgrounds’.

University student/team leader reactions to both
charrettes

Before and after Charrette 1, an evaluator adminis-
tered an open-ended written questionnaire to 41
university students and six team leaders; the same
questionnaire was administered to 47 students and
five team leaders before and after Charrette 2. The
pre-charrette questionnaire provided a list of charr-
ette learning objectives followed by a space for par-
ticipants to enter their individual learning
objectives. Post-charrette questions included: Which
assignment did you find most engaging? Which as-
signment did you find least engaging? How well did
the charrette further your personal learning goals?
How well was your team able to communicate with
and meet the needs of the community? What sug-
gestions do you have for improving the charrette?
In addition, participants rated the charrette as a
learning experience on a 5-point Likert scale, with
5 being ‘excellent’ and 1 being ‘poor. The evaluator’s
analysis was further informed by a group discussion
after the questionnaires were complete.

Six categories, positive and negative, emerged
from the responses (neutral responses were rated
as positive): Design skills (reactions to improving
design abilities), organization (reactions to the sche-
dule, conflicts, time pressures), learning by example
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(reactions to working hands-on with professionals),
interdisciplinary teamwork (reactions to working
across disciplines), community practice (reactions to
working with/serving a community client), children’s
participation (reactions to working with children).

Similar to the analysis of child/teacher data, a re-
sponse was considered to be a single reference to
one of the categories, no matter what its length.
Mirroring the diverse perceptions of children and
teachers, ‘student experiences may be described as
being very much like the story of the four blind
men who each discovered a different part of an ele-
phant’ (Borgford-Parnell, 2001, p. 7). Because of this
variability in experience, the percentage of positive
and negative responses were calculated within cate-
gories rather than as a percentage of the total re-
sponses.

The least salient dimension of the Charrette 1 ex-
perience was community practice, accounting for
only 7% of the responses (with 88% being positive).
Children’s participation also ranked low accounting
for 8% (with 94% being positive). They were some-
what more positive about their exposure to design
skills (18% of the responses with 71% being posi-
tive) and even more positive about their experience
of interdisciplinary team work (20% of the re-
sponses with 82% being positive).

Community practice was a strong feature of
Charrette 2, accounting for 23% of students’
responses (with 55% being positive), on par
with design skills (with 59% being positive). Inter-
disciplinary teamwork was less salient than in
Charrette 1, accounting for just 15% of responses
(with 60% being positive). Its least salient aspect
was children’s participation, accounting for only
2% of the responses (with 67% being positive).
Learning by example was not very salient in either
charrette, accounting for only 4% and 7% of the re-
sponses in Charrettes 1 and 2 respectively. However
Charrette 1 was experienced more positively in this
regard, accounting for 82% of the positive reactions
compared to Charrette 2, where 55% of the reac-
tions were negative.

For both charrettes, students rated organization
as a major, primarily negative concern. For Charr-
ette 1, organization accounted for 43% of the total
responses (88% being negative); for Charrette 2, or-
ganization accounted for 30% of the responses (81%
being negative). Because of the timing of the charr-
ettes, ‘students reported conflicts with their sche-
dules as being the single most frustrating aspect of
their experiences and one that affected virtually
every aspect of the charrette’ (Borgford-Parnell,
2001, p. 8). While a number of students identified
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the compressed time frame of the charrettes as ben-
eficial (‘Making decisions quickly helped us be more
creative’), clearly a difficult challenge of this metho-
dology is to organize a ritual that is responsive to
students’ diverse needs and abilities (See Tables 4
and 5 for university students’ reactions to Charr-
ettes 1 and 2 respectively).

In general, team leaders were more satisfied with
both charrettes, especially Charrette 2, which was
less effective for students. Students gave Charrette
1 a rating of 3-47, while team leaders rated it 4-14.
Students gave Charrette 2 a rating of 3, but team
leaders rated it 4-5. Considering Charrette 1, team
leaders were similar to students in seeing organiza-
tion as the most salient issue (32% of the responses
compared to students’ 43%, with 70% being nega-
tive). They were also similar in seeing interdisci-
plinary teamwork as salient (25% of the responses
compared to students’ 20%, with 73% being positive
in comparison to students’ 82%). Neither group per-
ceived community practice to be salient (8% for
team leaders compared to students’ 7%), but
whereas students’ reactions were 88% positive, team
leaders’ reactions were 63% negative. In like man-
ner, design skills were moderately important to
each group (12% for team leaders compared to stu-
dents’ 18%), but students had more positive reac-
tions (71%) than did team leaders (50%). Children’s
participation is where the two groups diverged the
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most; this issue accounted for 12% of team leaders’
responses and 8% of students, but while students’
reactions were 94% positive, team leaders’ reactions
were 58% negative (See Table 6 for team leaders’ re-
actions to Charrette 1).

In Charrette 2, organization is again the
most salient issue for team leaders (29% compared
to students’ 30%), but it accounts for only 61%
of their negative responses compared to students’
81%. Children’s participation is the least salient
aspect for both groups, with the team Ileaders
providing no responses related to this characteris-
tic. The relevance of community practice to the
two groups is quite similar, accounting for 25% of
team leaders’ responses (compared to students’
23%), with 63% of the responses being positive
(compared to students’ 55%). Design skills are also
similar, accounting for 21% of team leaders’ re-
sponses (compared to students’ 23%), with 62%
being positive (compared to students’ 59%). How-
ever, it is in respect to learning by example that
team leaders and students most diverge; this char-
acteristic accounted for 13% of team leaders’ re-
sponses and 6% of students, but while team
leaders’ reactions were 75% positive, students’ reac-
tions were 55% negative (See Table 7 for team lea-
ders’ reactions to Charrette 2).

The differences between students and team lea-
ders suggest that they had conflicting expectations:

TABLE 4
University students’ reactions to charrette 1 characteristics n = 41

Charrette characteristics Positive % Negative % Total %
Design skills 27 71 11 29 38 18
Organization 11 12 81 88 92 43
Learning by example 7 78 2 22 9 4
Interdisciplinary teamwork 36 82 8 18 44 20
Community practice 14 88 2 13 16 7
Working with children 16 94 1 6 17 8
Grand total 111 51 105 49 216 100
Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of each category.
TABLE 5
University students’ reactions to charrette 2 characteristics n = 47

Charrette characteristics Positive % Negative % Total %
Design skills 36 59 25 41 61 23
Organization 15 19 65 81 80 30
Learning by example 9 45 11 55 20 7
Interdisciplinary teamwork 24 60 16 40 40 15
Community practice 34 55 28 45 62 23
Working with children 4 67 2 33 6 2
Grand total 122 45 147 55 269 100

Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of each category.
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TABLE 6
Team leaders’ reactions to charrette 1 characteristics n = 6

Charrette characteristics Positive % Negative % Total %
Design skills 6 50 6 50 12 12
Organization 10 30 23 70 33 32
Learning by example 11 85 2 15 13 13
Interdisciplinary teamwork 19 73 7 27 26 25
Community practice 3 38 5 63 8 8
Working with children 5 42 7 58 12 12
Grand total 54 52 50 48 104 100
Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of each category.
TABLE 7
Team leaders’ reactions to charrette 2 characteristics n = 5

Charrette characteristics Positive % Negative % Total %
Design skills 8 62 5 38 13 21
Organization 7 39 1 61 18 29
Learning by example 6 75 2 25 8 13
Interdisciplinary teamwork 7 88 1 13 8 13
Community practice 10 63 6 38 16 25
Working with children 0 0 0 0 0 0
Grand total 38 60 25 40 63 100

Note: Percentages calculated as a fraction of each category.

‘The team leaders seemed to view the charrette as
an opportunity, for both themselves and the stu-
dents, to practice the skills and apply the knowledge
that each person already possessed (Borgford-Par-
nell, 2001, p. 13), but students came to the charrette
expecting to learn new skills. Although several stu-
dents reported that the team leaders were good
models of professionalism, many more students saw
this modeling role as lacking any real importance to
their learning’ (Borgford-Parnell, 2001, p. 13).

The community client’s reactions to charrette 2

The evaluator administered an open-ended question-
naire to six community residents and a city official:
Questions included: what were the strengths/weak-
nesses of each aspect of the charrette (pre-planning,
visioning, presentation, design alternatives)? What
are your suggestions for improving the charrette?
Which other persons or groups should be involved?
What would your ideal future relationship be with
CEEDS? In addition, participants rated each aspect
of the charrette on a five-point Likert scale, with 5
being ‘excellent’ and 1 being ‘poor. The evaluator’s
analysis was further informed by a group discussion
after the questionnaires were complete. Although
the clients’ mean rating of all aspects of the charr-

ette was 4-0, their experience was clouded by not
understanding what a charrette is, what their roles
should be, and what outcomes to expect. Seeing aer-
1al photos of the neighborhood ‘generated a much
better understanding of what they were getting into
but could have happened much sooner. However in
a ‘Catch 22 a consultant could not be hired to
photograph the neighborhood wuntil the clients
signed a contract, which was delayed because people
did not understand what they were contracting for.
The clients also wanted more time to process ideas,
both during the planning stage and at the presenta-
tion, and several persons expressed concern about
the lack of high school participation. Finally, there
were conflicting opinions about whether the charr-
ette should have been generative or focused on con-
crete recommendations for such elements as street
furniture or traffic lights. While some persons felt
they should have hired a consultant to make sure
the designs addressed predetermined needs, others
thought ‘the final presentation seem to free the
thinking processes of the community and it would
have been nice to have a similar sort of presentation
earlier in their process [of neighborhood planning],
which would generate much more community inter-
est and involvement’. From an educational perspec-
tive charrettes are necessarily generative, but some
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persons in this group had difficulty grasping that
the students were there as learners, not employees.

Despite these limitations, the clients were in
agreement that they had achieved their goal of get-
ting fundable ideas that ‘could be immediately incor-
porated and implemented’.

Summary of findings

In the findings are eloquent lessons of the chal-
lenges and opportunities inherent in bringing peo-
ple together from differing generations, disci-
plinary backgrounds, and institutions to create
something that goes beyond their individual experi-
ences. Charrette 1 speaks most directly to children’s
neighborhood placemaking. The findings indicate
that children were more generative and outer-direc-
ted than their teachers. They were more engaged by
the curriculum content, retained more complex
ideas, and envisioned an implementation phase that
readily incorporated family and community. They
showed a beginning awareness of the relationship
between their work and the larger community, indi-
cating a budding ecological and civic sensibility. In
contrast, teachers were more focused on precon-
ceived 1deas of children’s capacities and the conven-
tional skills they might acquire, expressing
concerns about recognition, compensation, and time
commitment. In blocking the plan for moving to-
ward an implementation in the community, they
missed an opportunity to nurture the children’s be-
ginning awareness of being civic actors in a world
beyond the school.

Charrette 2 has considerably less to say about
children’s placemaking, because it failed to engage
the adolescents. This failure can be attributed in
part to the inability of those closest to the students
to see their potential contributions and constraints.
As with many enrichment opportunities, the invita-
tion to participate was directed at a select group of
students (middle-class white girls), rather than at
those marginalized adolescents who perhaps most
needed the opportunity to demonstrate their compe-
tence. Even for those few students who did partici-
pate, the realities of their lives in school and beyond
were not adequately accommodated.

At the next generational level are marked differ-
ences in the perceptions of university students and
team leaders. Across both charrettes, the data indi-
cate that team leaders were focused primarily on
creating high-quality designs. Understandably, these
experts had a personal stake in producing drawings
that would reflect well on their own abilities. An
emphasis on the outcome (magnified in Charrette 2
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by having a paying client) seemed to lessen team
leaders’ investment in the interdisciplinary/commu-
nity practice/intergenerational benefits of the charr-
ette, which were more paramount in the students’
minds. In a few cases, team leaders expressed expli-
cit dissatisfaction with children’s involvement, see-
ing it as a distraction, and ambivalence about the
added complexity of the community interface.

Community members’ evaluations of Charrette 2
forefront the challenges of creating common under-
standings between professionals and lay people
within time and budgetary constraints. Still, the re-
sponses of the community members suggest a great-
er openness to new ideas than those of the teachers
and team leaders. Some community members com-
mented, for example, on the importance of high
school students’ participation and also spoke to the
generative possibilities of being exposed to new per-
spectives.

For all groups, organization was foremost. While
a compressed time frame is a critical dimension
of a charrette, it puts significant strain on partici-
pants. In this case, teachers had to rearrange their
delivery of curriculum, high school students had to
miss coursework and after-school activities, and
university students had to juggle the intense de-
mands of the charrettes with other academic and
life responsibilities. The only persons who were rela-
tively free of competing pressures were the team
leaders, who has dedicated a block of time to these
events.

Lessons from intergenerational design
charrettes

The charrettes should not be underestimated

Professors, teachers, principals, and parents need to
be more open-minded about what constitutes learn-
ing. [A professor] recently said, ‘One cannot tell
someone how to design. Learning to design is like
learning to ride a bike! Simply put, one must experi-
ence the process of designing for oneself. For a vari-
ety of reasons, [the high school] students missed
some of the most dynamic aspects of the design
charrette: the collaboration of variously talented in-
dividuals, the experimentation of conceptual ideas
and the subsequent crumpling of trace, the frenzied
production stage, the pride in the presentation and
final products, and the knowledge that, by coming
together with others for a short period of time, they
can make a difference in the future of their commu-
nity. The importance of the charrette experience
should not be underestimated (Stordahl, 2001, p. 8).
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We set out to use the design charrette to bring
children into the public domain as partners in
neighborhood placemaking. We chose this venue be-
cause it creates a space apart where power relations
can be temporarily reordered as participants use vi-
sualization, dialogue—and collective fatigue—to
envision a community’s future. The theoretical sup-
port for our work suggested that children’s partici-
pation in neighborhood placemaking would
heighten their social and environmental awareness,
while helping them gain a sense of control over
their surroundings and achieve their right to parti-
cipate in public decision-making. We believed that
children’s efforts needed to be appropriate, develop-
mentally and contextually, and linked to adult in-
tentions for a school or community’s future.
Because a charrette brings together many constitu-
ents, we thought it might provide a scaffold to guide
children into the adult world of neighborhood place-
making. In a social life that increasingly establishes
boundaries among groups (Jenks, 2000), we wished
to create collaborations that would blur the distinc-
tions between generations, skill sets, disciplines,
and institutions—to  encourage connections
between children and adults, as well as across
class, race, and institutional lines. “The imagery of
social conversation and participation is central to
the rethinking of citizenship’ (Roche, 1999, p. 475),
and such dialogue requires interdependence and
the creation of egalitarian relationships (Minow,
1990). Although orchestrating such collaborations
had many pitfalls, there is ample evidence of suc-
cess.

First, the charrettes supported our notion that
placemaking can ‘help children to gain a sense of
responsibility for a particular community and cul-
ture while increasing their knowledge about how
that place fits into the larger ecosystem’ (Sutton,
1996, pp. 205). The children, as well as the university
students, developed heightened awareness by at-
tempting to design a project that met the needs of
different people, while respecting nature. Expres-
sing an ethic of care and connection to the larger
world, one fifth grader wrote: ‘I learned about how
bad it is to build stuff on the animals home. I
learned about that nature could help the world alive
so don’t run ther world and there home. If you ruin
their home and your going to kill them and kill
yourself and others. The university students re-
sponded to the children’s awareness, expressing joy
in designing projects that would ‘bring people and
the landscape together. They also responded to their
community clients, and this real-world connection
seemed to add meaning to their work (‘It was good
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to listen to what the community people had to say
for our design. ...It was motivating to have that con-
nection to the community’).

In addition to enhancing their outer awareness,
the charrettes heightened participants’ self-aware-
ness by bringing children onto a public stage, along-
side their hardworking role models, the university
students. Together they struggled with questions of
right and wrong, imagining a possible future and
claiming a space for themselves in that future. Such
real and imagined appropriation of space is a vital
component of childhood (Marcus, 1995) that can in-
crease children’s sense of ownership and safety.
‘Place-related projects are fascinating for young
people because they provide a framework for think-
ing critically about their own visions of the future,
and because they offer a concrete means to gain
some sense of control over that future (Sutton,
1996, pp. 204). The children’s possible futures were
validated as the university students and team lea-
ders listened to their presentations and asked them
to explain their ideas in greater detail. In the imple-
mentation phase of Charrette 1, children’s ideas
were visibly affirmed as their small sketches became
enormous forms fabricated by the university stu-
dents and their professors. The children seem to
have an appropriate sense of needing adult input
to realize their ideas, while also seeing themselves
as active agents. As one fourth grader explained,
children need to ‘get helpers. ...Get your parents
the maior, Dr X [the superintendent]. Then you
watch, learn, and pitch in

Second, the charrettes informed our notion of
how children develop environmental competence.
They acquired design skills by studying their sur-
roundings, identifying its strengths and weak-
nesses, and making esthetic choices through
drawings and models (Figures 1 and 2 provide evi-
dence of these skills). In addition, they persuasively
communicated their designs to adults and then
fielded wide-ranging questions about their commu-
nities. Children in Charrette 1 progressed from de-
sign to implementation, collaborating with the
university students to make a visible improvement
to their school grounds (see Figure 3). As the art in-
stallation proceeded, both children and university
students received direct feedback on how ideas are
reshaped by collaboration, as well as by the site,
budget, schedule, skill levels, and even the weather.
The success of these design and construction activ-
ities would suggest that participants have attained
some of the knowledge, skills, and courage to influ-
ence their surroundings and assume meaningful
roles in their school community—all aspects of
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Ficure 1. Fifth grader’s cognitive map of an asphalt-filled neigh-
borhood.

environmental competence (Hart, 1979; Horelli, 1998,
2001).

The children’s enhanced competence can possibly
increase their chances for being included in future
placemaking decisions, especially with respect to
maintaining and expanding the art installation.
Children’s participation depends upon adults’ will-
ingness to share power (Rivlin & Wolfe, 1985), and
the extent to which adults are inclusive of children’s
input varies with ‘how the adults in specific social
settings conceptualize children and childhood’
(Mayall, 1994, p. 116). If adults view children as de-
velopmentally unformed, they will expand their car-
etaking role, while limiting children’s autonomy and
freedom to manage their surroundings. It is possible
that the evidence of environmental competence gen-
erated by the charrettes can help counter teachers’
tendency to view children as becoming rather than
as being competent social agents.

Finally, the charrettes supported our notion that
children’s involvement in neighborhood placemak-
ing can contribute to the struggle for social justice.
Because a charrette brings many constituents to-
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gether, it would seem uniquely suited for bringing
children’s voices into the public domain. Although
placemaking can be exclusionary, when practiced
within a transformative, democratic framework,
‘each act of placemaking embodies a vision of who
we are and offers a hope of what we want to be as
individuals and as groups who share a place in the
world’ (Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995, p. 191). The
charrettes engaged children—typically margina-
lized from even the most democratic placemaking
processes—in re-envisioning the inhumane aspects
of their communities (Figure 4 for example, shows
one childs idea for re-creating his asphalt-filled
neighborhood). However, empowering children to
enter the world of adult placemaking requires shifts
in educational approaches that emphasize the trans-
mission of knowledge and skills as a flow-down pro-
cess from expert to novice. Alternatives to such
traditional pedagogy include experiential learning
theories, which suggest that students should not
merely acquire knowledge but rather should create it
through their transactions with the world (Kolb,
1984), and constructivist theories, which favor con-
struction of knowledge by the learner over instruc-
tion by the teacher (Kahn, 1999).

The pedagogy of the design charrettes both re-
flected and differed from experiential and construc-
tivist theories. Because design is focused upon
conceiving and realizing something new (Cross,
1983), design pedagogy encourages the exploration
of many possible solutions. ‘Beginning with situa-
tions that are at least in part uncertain, ill defined,
complex, and incoherent, designers construct and
impose a coherence of their own’ (Schon, 1987
p. 42), which has inner, as well as outer, ramifica-
tions. Design is simultaneously a cognitive process
that changes how the designer sees the world and
an action-taking one that potentially reshapes that
world. Because designers intervene in how various
peoples share the Earth, design involves cultural
understandings and ethical judgements (Tuan,
1989). In the charrettes, the university students
might be seen as ‘social interlocutors’ for ‘neophytes’
(the children), helping them use culturally em-
bedded tools and symbols to navigate an indetermi-
nate situation and assume a productive role
(Vygotsky, 1978, as cited in Glassman, 2001) in re-
shaping their community. While critics might view
this as top—down mentoring (Glassman, 2001), a
more egalitarian relationship seemed to be facili-
tated by the university students’ own status as neo-
phytes in relation to the team leaders, as well as by
the charrette itself where even experts must search
for coherence.
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Ficure 3. Public art installation designed and built by children and university students.
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Ficure 4. Fourth grader’s drawing of an ideal neighborhood.

The pedagogy of the charrettes also
diverged from experiential and constructivist
approaches in how the project was framed. In
these pedagogies, ‘it is expected that the activities
of the children will eventually coalesce around a
topic that is of interest to them. The topic need
not be of any relevance to the demands of the
larger social community’ (Glassman, 2001, discuss-
ing Dewey, 1916). Because the very premise of
the charrettes was to engage children in dialogue
with the larger social community, the charrettes
were used to position children within an adult-in-
itiated dialogue. Through an integration of novices
and experts—made possible through institutional
support from the university, school, and communi-
ty—the charrettes brought together diverse voices,
socially constructing knowledge and laying the
groundwork for communal action (Schneekloth &
Shibley, 1995).

Becoming more open-minded about learning

Despite the successes of the charrettes, they
revealed formidable barriers to establishing new
social relationships, realizing new ways of learning,
and overcoming institutional hierarchies. At
every level, participants expressed confusion
about their social roles, especially the university
students who were simultaneously the mentees of
team leaders and mentors of younger participants
(‘People didnt have clearly defined roles or
assignments’ or ‘It would have been nice to have a
brief meeting of the student mentors as a group to
go over charrette goals and mentor roles’). Our
experiences show that careful planning, orchestra-
tion, and persistence are required to cultivate new
social roles. Most adults have little practice in facil-
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itating young peoples participation, and indeed
may be professionally socialized to maintain hier-
archical expert/novice power relationships. ‘In
any society, the relationships between generations
are governed by generational contracts (Alanen &
Bardy, 1991), which set out adults’ understanding of
the division of labor in that society, and the per-
mitted and required activities of children’ (Mayall,
1994, p. 118). Although the nature of these interge-
nerational contracts varies by setting, they are par-
ticularly challenging in school contexts because
‘schools remain the worlds of teachers in which chil-
dren are temporary guests’ (Wyness, 1999, p. 386).
The same can be said of university students or com-
munity clients’ temporal status in the worlds of fa-
culty.

In both charrettes, adults defined the children’s
appropriate place as the school grounds, where
behavior can be monitored. This ghettoizing of
children made their place a small, less significant,
part of the university students’ design assignment.
In Charrette 1, not only did the children’s focus
on the school grounds contradict their initial
interest in making the city more pedestrian
friendly, but the university students’ more daring
responses to the children’s ideas for the grounds
were rejected because of safety standards. When
funding was secured for children to market the uni-
versity students’ design ideas for a pedestrian-
friendly city, the teachers were unwilling to usher
children out of their domain onto a public stage. In
Charrette 2, the adolescents’ use of the broader
neighborhood only surfaced after their formal
presentation. Given the young people’s relegation to
school grounds, it is not so surprising that neither
the university students nor the team leaders saw
them as a salient aspect of these community-focused
charrettes.

Our findings also reinforce the difficulty of achiev-
ing new approaches to learning. We conceived the
charrette as a transformative space—an unusual
event that would take participants out of their
everyday roles, expose them to differing perspec-
tives, and engage them in experimenting with new
ideas and relationships. We found that all the con-
stituents needed more preparation before being cat-
apulted into this situation. Teachers needed indepth
exposure to participative, community-based design
pedagogy because ‘teachers who dont have a true
understanding of the design process cannot ade-
quately coach students to create their own design
solutions to a problem, be it imaginary or real (Da-
vis et al., 1997, p. 107). Team leaders, who all had ex-
perience with design charrettes (including ones
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governed by hierarchical relationships) needed time
to unlearn old habits and buy into new ones. And
just as university students needed time to under-
stand their dual roles as neophytes and social inter-
locutors, community persons needed time to
balance their rights as clients with their responsi-
bilities as educators.

Within this challenging social situation, all
the groups needed more preparedness for dealing
with the ambiguities of the design process—for
doing something that cannot be taught but must be
experienced. All the groups needed a deeper under-
standing of design as a cognitive and social process,
not simply as an action or artifact. Yet having the
emotional space to nurture such preparedness is al-
most impossible in today’s fast-moving society, with
its escalating focus on accountability and external
measures of performance.

This latter point brings us to the third obstacle:
institutional hierarchies. To have a substantial
effect on educational culture and community prac-
tice, the charrettes—or any children’s placemaking
strategy—require a transformation of institutional
power structures. Although colleges and universi-
ties nationwide are seeking to partner with schools
to guarantee their pool of qualified applicants,
such partnerships must cut across inflexible reward
structures, as well as the practical realities of
how time 1is organized. Particular challenges
exist 1n connecting placemaking activities
within schools to ongoing community development
efforts because U.S. school districts, which are
independent construction authorities, are often
in an adversarial position with local planning agen-
cies and residents. The school and its students may
be seen as an intrusive bureaucracy rather than as
a resource that can contribute to neighborhood
revitalization. And most school staff, who are
narrowly focused on student achievement, are
unprepared to engage with community institutions
on the broader context of children’s development,
particularly in neighborhoods that may not be their
own. Although we hoped that the charrettes would
give university students a peek into a transformed
universe and inspire them to begin working toward
new institutional structures, this expectation
proved illusive.

Theorizing a context for children’s civic activism

Fundamental to our theory of children’s placemak-
ing was an interest in locating individual agency
within a context of institutional support. In design-
ing developmentally appropriate strategies, we be-
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gan with the ladder of participation first
conceptualized by Arnstein (1969) as a means of
bringing disempowered adults into the community
planning process, and later reinvented by Hart
(1997) to theorize children’s participation in that
process. As we struggled with the charrette’s princi-
ple of bringing diverse constituents together, the
metaphor of a ladder—with its directional overto-
nes—Dbecame less relevant than that of a scaffold.
A scaffold is a supporting framework. Its lower
members bear more load and must be more stable;
its upper members can be lighter, freer. Whereas a
ladder can be treacherous, typically accommodating
one person on narrow steps, a scaffold has secure
platforms were many persons can sit, stand, or be
lifted to the next level.

As a result of the evaluation, we have gained
greater clarity on the interdependent levels of adult
and institutional support that are needed to scaf-
fold children’s civic activism (See Figure 5). At the
base are the national and local policies that deter-
mine funding priorities and methods of accountabil-
ity for placemaking projects. Next are the
institutions (universities, schools, community orga-
nizations, city agencies) that distribute placemaking
power through incentives and reward structures.
Next are the placemaking experts (faculty, teachers,
practitioners, community organizers, city officials)
who use their privileged social positions to estab-
lish placemaking norms. Then come adults in the

Children in the
Community

College and University
Students

Adults in the
Community

Loca and Outside
Experts

Loca and Outside
Institutions

Loca and National
Policies

FIGURE 5. A conceptual scaffold of children’s civic activism.
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community (residents, business owners, service-de-
livery persons) who have situated knowledge about
the place under consideration. Then come university
students who are not yet professionally socialized to
be ‘servants of what is rather than shapers of what
might be’ (Cronin, 1993, referring to John W. Gard-
ner); they have just enough skill and irreverence to
provoke social change. At the very top are children
who have their own situated knowledge about the
place, as well as almost unlimited freedom to see
the world anew. Within the structural stability of
this scaffold, children can access the complex sup-
port they need to begin entering, and assuming ef-
fective roles as, engaged citizens.

Notes
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